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it” (Exodus 30:18). The priests were required to
he word baptism is for Jews a foreign
wash their feet and their hands every time they
term, a Christian word which has nothentered the Tabernacle (Exodus 40:31). They
ing to do with Judaism. In the same tomust be clean and purified before entering the
ken, Christians don’t realize that when they imHoly Place. This process of purification by wamerse (baptize) people to mark a new life with
ter was used on different occasions by the Jewish
God, they are performing a very Jewish act, a
ritual that is very meaningful for the Jews. The
people. It was used for physical as well as spiritual
uncleanness. The books of Leviticus and Numpurpose of this article is to demonstrate that
bers in the Torah are full of references to this
Christian and Jewish immersion proceed from
the same biblical tradition, but Yeshua gave a new
ritual.1
meaning to his own immerThe symbol of water is
sion in Matthew 3:13-17 that
Today, Jews and Christians
important because it
has to be taken into account by
use the symbol of immersion
Christians when they imitate
for welcoming converts within
reminds everyone of the
the example of their Messiah.
their communities. The Talmiracle of creation.
mud says: “for R. Johanan said:
The Origin of Baptism or Immersion
A Gentile is never to be regarded as a proselyte
The act of immersion is very well known in both
until he is both circumcised and immersed, and
Judaism and Christianity. Jews call this act the tesince he has not undergone immersion he is a
vila performed in the mikve, while Christians call
Gentile” (Avodah Zarah 59a). This total immerit baptism performed in a baptistery. Water has
sion symbolizes some kind of death of the old life
always been a symbol of purification and cleansand a resurrection to the new life. The symbol of
ing. When God commanded Moses to build the
water is important because it reminds everyone
sanctuary, he said: “Make a bronze basin, with its
of the miracle of creation. According to Genesis,
bronze stand, for washing. Place it between the
the earth was immersed in water, “And God made
Tent of Meeting and the altar, and put water in
the firmament, and divided the waters which were
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under the firmament from the waters which were
Rashi in his commentary on the Guemara adds
above the firmament: and it was so” (Genesis 1:7).
that as well as being a perfectly righteous man,
In this case the new life of a believer is compared
he will know, just before his revelation, the most
to the process of creation. He
terrible sufferings. According
In
this
case
the
new
life
of
a
or she is a new creature. Excato the expression of our sages,
believer
is
compared
to
the
vations in very ancient cities in
“three measures of sufferings
Israel demonstrate the same
were
introduced in the world;
process of creation.
idea. When we visit such places
the first for the patriarchs, the
as Qumran or Massada, we see many mikve for
second one for the period of persecutions and the
immersion. Each of these mikve has a stair to go
third one will be for the Mashiach.” “Why will it
down into it, and the stairs were built with exbe so? Because before revealing the highest peractly seven steps to remind us of the seven days
fection in the world, the Messiah would redeem
of creation.
his generation from their sins. It is through the
suffering of the Messiah that this will be done.
For Christians, this act of toThat’s why, said the Alcheh,
tal immersion originates two
“he will accept them with joy.”
And the Maharal of Prague
thousand years ago when John
the Baptist (Yochanan Hasaid that the Messiah will sufmatbil in Hebrew) started to
fer because it will be time to
immerse people in the Jordan
make all evil disappear from
River just before the appearthis world. That is the task of
ance of Yeshua. In reading the
the Messiah.2
gospel we notice that the Jews
who came to him were not
So, if the Messiah is a perfect
man without any sin, why
surprised by the immersion.
This mikveh was located to the south of the
They did not ask him to ex- Temple close to the Huldah gate. It dates back
did he come to Yochanan to
plain what this new practice to the time of John the Baptist.
be baptized? This question is
on every Christian’s lips. The
was. They were surprised by
the fact that Yochanan, who was not known as a
most common answer is that Yeshua came to
rabbi or someone with authority, dared to “bapYochanan to be baptized to provide an example.
tize” people openly. “Why then do you baptize if
In that way, nobody who believed that Yeshua is
you are not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophthe Mashiach, and that perfect man described by
et?” ( John 1:25).
Rashi, can say, “I don’t need to be baptized.” But
this explanation isn’t really satisfying. There must
be something else.
The Baptism of Yeshua
According to Jewish and Christian traditions,
immersion or baptism is a symbolic act of purifiWhen we read the biblical account of Yeshua’s imcation—spiritual purification of sins. Christians
mersion in Matthew 3:13-17, we learn that when
claim that Yeshua is the Messiah, and according
Yeshua came to Yochanan, Yochanan recognized
to Jewish and Christian tradition, the Messiah
him (in fact, he was his cousin). He knew that Yehas to live a perfect life and is to reveal that pershua was the Mashiach and he knew that he did
fection to the world.
not need to be immersed. Yochanan even recogSHABBAT SHALOM 17

nized his own sinful nature and said to Yeshua: “I
need to be immersed by you, and do you come to
me?” (Matthew 3:14). Yeshua answered with this
strange sentence: “Let it be so now; it is proper
for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” Then
Yochanan consented (Matthew 3:15). What is
the meaning of the statement “it is proper for us
to do this to fulfill all righteousness”?

The consecration or ordination of Aaron was
done through two symbolic acts. First, he was
washed with water; second, he was anointed with
oil on his head. If we come back to the baptism
of Yeshua, we discover that he was washed in the
water of the Jordan River, “As soon as Jesus was
baptized, he went up out of the water.” And then
we read a very interesting fact, “At that moment
heaven was opened, and he saw the Ruach HaKodesh descending like a dove and lighting on
him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my
Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased’”
(Matthew 3:16-17). The Spirit of God, the
Ruach Ha-Kodesh who was symbolized during
the ordination of Aaron by the anointed oil, came
literally upon Yeshua and confirmed him as the
Messiah and the “Son of God.”

According to Christians, the entire life of Yeshua from his birth (Isaiah 7:14) to his death and
resurrection (Isaiah 53) as well as his mission
was symbolized in the Tanach. Yeshua himself
confirmed that idea when he declared: “Do not
think that I have come to abolish the Torah or
the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them
but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17). Yeshua said
to Yochanan, “it is proper for us
According to Jewish and
to do this to fulfill all righteousConsequently, we must underChristian
traditions,
imness.” What was fulfilled by Yestand the immersion of Yeshua
shua when he was baptized?
mersion or baptism is a
not only as an example for each
one
of us, but really as the spesymbolic act of purificacial moment of his ordination
The writing of the first apostles
tion—spiritual purification
as High Priest of the new covexplains that Yeshua is not only
of
sins.
enant between God and Israel
the Messiah but also the new
high priest. Indeed, in the letter to the Hebrews
his people. That’s why the sacrifices in the temple
stopped two thousand years ago. The Levitical
we read: “For this reason he had to be made like
system was not necessary anymore because the
his brothers in every way, in order that he might
Messiah had come, fulfilled the sacrifices by his
become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement
own sacrifice, and then started his service as High
for the sins of the people” (Hebrews 2:17). To say
Priest in the heavenly sanctuary from where he
that Yeshua is our High Priest is to compare him
will come as the glorious Messiah at the end of
to Aaron who was the first High Priest of Israel.
time to establish the olam haba’a or the kingdom
It is interesting to read in Leviticus that Aaron
of God.
was ordained to his service as High Priest by Moses in this way: “Moses said to the assembly, ‘This
What is the Meaning of Immersion for the Beis what the LORD has commanded to be done.’
lievers in Yeshua?
Then Moses brought Aaron and his sons forward
and washed them with water… He poured some
Each believer is ordained as a minister
of the anointing oil on Aaron’s head and anointed
him to consecrate him” (Leviticus 8:5, 6, 12).
In the first chapter of the book of Revelation, we
have the appearance of an angel to the apostle
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be a priest for Yeshua. In his first letter he said:
“but you are…a royal priesthood…that you may
declare the praises of him who called you out of
darkness into his wonderful light (1 Peter 2:9).
Our mission as believers is to proclaim to the
world that Yeshua is the Messiah, the one who
called us to his light.

Yochanan. Before giving Yochanan a vision, the
angel tells him that Yeshua “has made us to be
a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father…” (Revelation 1:6). Exactly as the people
of Israel were a nation of priests—“You will be
for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”
(Exodus 19:6)—each disciple of Yeshua who entered into the new covenant as a believer became
a priest. Exactly as in the Tanach the Levites were
ordained as priests; the believers in Yeshua are
ordained, following the example of Yeshua, at the
very moment of their immersion or baptism.

Yeshua amplified what was already said prophetically in the Tanach: “‘The time is coming,’ declares
the LORD,‘when I will make a new covenant with
the house of Israel and with the house of Judah….
This is the covenant I will make with the house of
Israel after that time,’ declares the LORD. ‘I will
put my law in their minds and write it on their
hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my
people’” ( Jeremiah 31:31, 33). For Israel, the immersion is a symbol of purification and a new life.
For the disciples of Yeshua, immersion is also a
symbol of their purification and of their new life
as priests (cohanim) of the new covenant.

Ordination is confirmed by the power and the gift of
the Ruach Ha-Kodesh
When Yeshua was immersed the Ruach HaKodesh came upon him and “immersed” him with
the power of God. That’s why Isaiah said prophetically: “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is
on me, because the LORD has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to
bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom
for the captives and release from darkness for the
prisoners…” (Isaiah 61:1). Yochanan Hamatbil
knew that in advance, because he not only said
that he was “not the Mashiach” ( John 1:20) but
also added: “I immerse you with water, but he will
immerse you with the Ruach Ha-Kodesh” (Mark
1:8). It is a promise from the Tanach: “I will no
longer hide my face from them, for I will pour
out my Spirit on the house of Israel, declares the
Sovereign LORD” (Ezekiel 39:29). And from
the Brit Hachadasha: “Peter replied, ‘Repent and
be immersed, every one of you, in the name of
Yeshua Ha-Mashiach for the forgiveness of your
sins. And you will receive the gift of the Ruach
Ha-Kodesh. The promise is for you and your
children and for all who are far off—for all whom
the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:38-39).

Lev. 6:27; Lev. 11:25-28, 40; Lev. 13:6, 34; Lev.
14:8, 9; 47; Lev. 15:5-13, 21-27; Lev. 16:26-28; Lev.
17:15, 16; Num. 5:23; Num. 8:7; Num. 19:7-10,
19-21; Num. 31:24.
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Later Shim’on-Peter explained what it means to
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